Introduction
Frontier poetry (biansai shi 邊塞詩) came into being as a genre in Chinese literary history only in the Southern Dynasties, reaching its heyday in the Tang. The early Tang, in particular, was a crucial period in the development of this genre, especially in the hands of the Four Elites of the Early Tang, viz., Wang Bo 王勃 (650-676?), Yang Jiong 楊炯 (650-94), Lu Zhaolin 盧照鄰 (ca. 634-84), and Luo Binwang 駱賓王 (ca. 626-84).1 The present study examines the Four Elites' frontier poetry, focusing on the ways in which they developed the conventions laid out by their Southern-dynasties predecessors, and how they were constrained by these same conventions.
Due to the different experiences, moods, and tastes of each of the Four Elites, the image of the frontier is represented in a variety of ways in their poetry. Their idiosyncrasies, personal backgrounds, and attitudes towards literary tradition play a decisive role in the style and representation of their frontier imagery. Luo Binwang was the only one of the four who had actual experience of the frontier, but all of them wrote of the far west in their own distinctive styles. The landscapes depicted in these works were almost entirely determined by the historical and cultural traditions they had inherited. 
Beyond Border And Boudoir
The hinge on which all this turns is the distinction between the truth of life and the truth of literature. To get a better grasp on this, we must look into the long, common practice of referring to frontier toponyms, especially those of the western regions (Xiyu 西域), in poetry, a practice that began in earnest with the Southern Dynasties. In the works of these earlier poets, who generally did not leave the southeast, we find only a handful of mentions of Jinling 金陵, but references to Chang'an 長安 and frontier toponyms occur quite frequently in these poems. This practice had a profound influence on Tang frontier poetry.2 Consequently, frontier imagery can appear strikingly realistic, even in the works of poets who had never traveled westward with the military, such as Yang Jiong and Wang Bo. Luo Binwang, who was familiar with both the actual frontier and its literary representation, was able to achieve a remarkable verisimilitude in his frontier poetry. Lu Zhaolin, Wang Bo, and Yang Jiong drew on the yuefu 樂府 (Music Bureau) poetic tradition in order to construct a kind of virtual frontier: the old yuefu titles provided the three with ready-made themes, topics, topoi, and modes of expression. A poet could easily "fall back on" these conventions if he had no actual frontier experience. Indeed, this tendency to make use of convention is precisely what others have called the function of "formulaic language."3
